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| have spent nearly 40 yearstrying to work out what the British consumer wants|
should say with quite mixed success becausethey area perverselot and I’'ll come
back to that. But one of the things| have learned isthat what we think they want
and what they think they want can be two very different things.

| am always reminded of a story of a man, who Dick will remember with war mer
feelings, by the name of lan M cCardoe, a very left-wing MP who told me a story of
going to Hyde Park Corner in 1936. Therewasa great communist MP, former
Labour MP, called Willie Gallagher. Willie Gallagher was passionate about the
state taking over everything, and as he was speaking he turned towar ds
Buckingham Palace and he said, “thereisthe king, King Edward VIII, in hispomp
and all hisrichness and going to bed with Claudette Colbert.” Hewasright in that
he was going to bed with somebody, not Claudette Colbert, it was Mrs Simpson.
Never mind, it wasa great secret at thetime. Anyway, Claudette Colbert wasa
very famousfilm star at thetime and Gallagher said to the audience, of which

M cCardoe was one and there were two or three others, “when the revolution comes
my friend you will be enjoying the pomp of Buckingham Palace and you will be
going to bed,” pointing to the man with the tall hat in the front of the audience,
“with Claudette Colbert.” And thislittle guy had thetemerity to say, “1 am sorry
Mr Gallagher, but | don’t want to go to bed with Claudette Colbert” and Gallagher
said “when the revolutions over, you bloody well will.”

And there has been an element of that in the way we have been treating the
consumersover thelast 30 or 40 years. Now it seemsto methat one of the
interesting things that’ s happened with consumer s and the whole ar gument about
environmental stuff or whatever isthat the political arguments have changed very
radically in thelast 20 years. It isno longer attractive for idealiststo get into the
left versustheright argument because the old conventional left isnolonger avalid
placeand | suspect that by next Thursday the old conventional right won’t bea
terribly valid place either. So the energiesthat people have been moving towards
are non-political activities, which have been consumer groups, which have been
environmental groups, which have been NGOs generally, and the wealth of talent
that used to bein palitics, | think 40 or 50 year s ago, tendsto find itself there.

We also as a society have become spectacularly schizophrenic. Now the agenda,
the political agenda, the so-called radical agenda, doesn’t come from the left it
comes from the middle-class pressur e groups, the environmentalists or whoever are
setting the standards. And in issuesliketheissuethat isdear to my heart, Europe,
wefind that most business people think Europeisavery good idea. When you get
home, however, with their partnersand pour through the Daily Mail, you start
taking quite a different perception and it is quite difficult for usto read how we
behavein one particular way, in one set of circumstances, and in a different way
under another set of circumstances.



Another observation isthat the more affluent we are, the healthier we are, the safer
we are, the more insecure we fed and themorerisk averseweare. You would
expect usto be going in the opposite direction. Not at all. We are much more

neur otic about our safety now than we wer e 40 year s ago, even though welivein an
infinitely safer world than we did.

In the 30 or 40 years| have been in the food business, | have seen massive
changesin the producer consumer reationship. When | joined the food business,
producer s wer e her oes, they had won the war and consumer s wer e grateful to have
the producersthere. Never mind that theice cream was made from whale ail, we
wer e very glad to have ice cream, whatever typeit was. And today we now have
guestioning consumer s and on the whole defensive producers. We have moved from
aworld of secrecy, of governments knowing best, of autocracy, of gover nments
telling uswhat isright and producerstelling uswhat isright to a world of
transparency. It isvery difficult for British civil servantsto cometo termswith
transparency and uncertainty.

And the experience of 20 yearsago, | would have gone on to farmsin this country
and would have found standards of agricultural practice, which, frankly, | fdt at that
time wer e atrocious and would be unspeakablein thisworld. So onerecognisesthat
producer s have recognised this change, but clearly as one seeswith the comments
of the farmerswith the foot-and-mouth disease outbreak during thelast few
months, they still have alot |eft to learn about the need to be responsiveto the
great British public.

And today, one of the great entertaining arguments about supply of the marketsis
thiswonderful battle between the great ethical giants of the organic movement and
the great ethical giants of the vegetarian movement. | haveto say on the principle
of ethics, the vegetarianswin ten to nil. On the question of effectiveness, however,
the organicswin ten tonil. They arerather better connected in high placesthan the
vegetarians.

And we have seen huge changesin the perception of health. When | first went into
the food business, we weren’t allowed to eat potatoes and bread, very bad for you.

Now, we are not allowed to eat fat. Milk has been a dangerous product in America
for thelast 30 years, until peoplerealise they arerunning out of calcium. | am glad
tosay that milk salesare now rising in the United States having been in decline for
thelast 30 or 40 years.

So per ceptions change, and scientific perceptions change. So I'd liketo talk alittle
bit more about these consumer perceptions and particularly about GM.. Sofar the
American consumer, asfar asl| can see, isn’t very concer ned about environmental
issues, or indeed about food safety issues. So the question one asksis, do they
trust their regulators more than we do? Very unlikely, but they may do. Do they
accept risks greater than we do? Almost certainly they do. Americaisavery risky



placeto live. Eight timesas many people die of food related diseasesin America
asdiein Britain but the Americanstake thiswith a greater degree of equanimity
than the British do. Arethey manipulated by big business? Certainly and they
seem to enjoy that too.

Contrast thiswith the British consumer, particularly post BSE, who basically has
nothing to do with GMs, who makes a connection between GM s and food safety,
entirely spurious as we will come back to, who is alarmed quiterightly so by the UK
food chains' record of food safety in recent years. | haveto say, however, the
British consumer isnot actually terribly interested in environmental issues.

And then take the German consumer, whose angst is spectacular, world leadersin
angst are the Germans, they invented the word, and you can see the way they
behave by how they have responded to the BSE crisisthat they consider they arein
the middle of. And they also have a strong green tradition alongsde the
Scandanavians.

The Dutch have another perspective. They seem to me, whenever | go there, to be
remar kably complacent about the spectacular pollution that goeson in that very
over populated country. They have more equanimity about that than we have. But
on the other hand they are hugely exercised by the daughtering of their pigsand
animalsin the foot-and-mouth disease.

Indeed it was very interesting, they asked me last week why isit the British, with
their fantastic love of animals and animal welfar e, have allowed this mass daughter
of millions of animals which has shaken therest of theworld and the British have
taken thiswith their usual phlegm. | thought about thisfor a moment and then |
realised the answer. Yes, we arewonder fully in love with our animals, we probably
like animals mor e than human beings, but thereisonly one group we like more than
animalsand that isthe British Army. Theway Mr Blair brought the British Army
in to play and the British Army started daughtering all the animalsthe British
public said it must beall right then.

And then one hasthe Mediterranean consumer, who looks rather lessto
government for protection than others, who work their way through thefood chain, |
think with great success. | happen to enjoy Italian food better than anything else,
who will argue that one of the benefitsthey haveisthat they don’t buy quite as
much food out of large supermarketsaswe do. Therefore, they trust their local
supply. It isan interesting consumer point that they make.

And finally the French consumer, who is much more supportive of the farming
interest than any consumer in Europe and also haslocal loyalties. All of which
makes the co-ordination of European Union, and international policy maker of
these issues, spectacularly difficult for policy makers.



Let metalk alittle bit more about British consumers conceptions of the GM issue.
Firg of all in thiscountry, rightly so | think, consumershave a low regard for the
advice and guidance offered by gover nment and business, especially in the light of
BSE. Bob Worcester did a poll for usin the cabinet office three yearsago where
wewerelooking at risk and trying to work out wher e people looked to when they
had arisky situation. | am sorry to say Ministersand politicians are the lowest by
5 % rating, business people about 6% rating, and as we move up clergymen have
come down in thelast 30 years; you don’'t go to your minister as much as you would
have donein arisky situation. You ill, surprisingly enough, go to your Doctor.
But overwhelmingly, the mogt likely place you will go to get guidance and work out
arisky stuation isyour mother-in-law. And when you think about it, it isnot the
most surprising thing in theworld. How wework out risk solutionsisusually with
our nearest and dearest, usually because we share the same pregudices. One of the
difficultieswith familiesisthat we breed these pregudicesinto each other and

ther efore we work these solutions out together. So one hasto remember the
mother-in-law factor when you are working your way through risk.

We havein this country a love— hatereationship with the supermarkets. Welike
to use them, because we all do use them, spectacularly nearly 70% of our food goes
through supermarkets. So we can’'t say we didike them, but at the same timewe
love to feel we are being abused by them. Which leads me to see why super markets
would makewhat | call mistakenly kneejerk reactionson issues. Their attemptsto
outlaw all GM food in the system iswrong. It iswrong becauseit istotally
impractical, and in due cour se they will be going up thewrong street on that issue.
Never mind what the focus groupstell them, they are wrong on that issue, and they
should not, in my view, have introduced, as my company did too, voluntary bans of
GM foodsthreeyearsago. What they should have doneis offer consumers choice
and let peoplework through those problems on their own. And even wor se wasthe
thought that some super mar kets thought they could take competitive advantage
either being thefirst to take GM food out of their system. They will be found out
on that issue.

Eventually a price will haveto be paid for GM freefood. The question then will be
who will pay for that? Will it be the farmer, will it be the manufacturer, will it bethe
retailer, or will it be the consumer? In my view, it will have to be consumer. But
equally, the GM issue was handled appallingly by the large American companies.
When we went to the United States and asked them will you please separate GM
from GM free soya, we weretold to take ajump by all of them universally. And the
commercial companies| am afraid ran rough-shod over British consumersbased on
their, admittedly easier much easier, experience with U.S. consumers. | think those
companies have lear ned their lesson on that.

The British media offered an important but non-controversial environmental
concern. They dealt with that properly but suddenly they introduced a highly
irrelevant far more controversial food safety concern. Frankenstein food was
invented by the Daily Mail in February 1998 and it increased their circulation by



significant figuresin the next few days, so they ran the story again, and they ill
run the story becauseit isstill good for the circulation aslong asyou don’t run it
every week. Bad news sell newspapers.

And environmental pressure groups, at the sametime, who | had talked rather
constructively with various of them about thisissue of GM modification before the
Frankenstein thing, as soon as Frankenstein came along everybody jumped rather
unscrupuloudy onto the food safety chain and from being a sensible argument we
got into a very unsensible argument — and that iswhere we are. And of coursethe
great British public, under standably, found it hard to under stand theseissues. In
thelight of all this| would argue that the British Government at thetime instead is
to be congratulated on how much it hastried to control the ground on thisissue.
And it has held the ground because the argument hasn’'t gone away and | think it is
totheir credit that’shappened.

Perceptionson issues of risk arevery strange. Beef on the bone for example. The
Gover nment thought it was doing the right thing by introducing a ban on beef on the
bonefor everybody and to their amazement the great British public said no that
won’'t work. My wife on hearing this, who isnot very scientific, said it ssemsto me
on the evidencethat it ismorelikely I am going to berun over by the queen than
diefrom beef on thebone. And | think that 50 million people made that same
judgement and we have to under stand that.

On the other hand somebody mentioned mobile phones when you have a choice
between maobile phonesand GM food you look at GM foods and say it doesn’t
taste any better, flavour ain’t any better, isn’t cheaper, somebody saysit’'sarisk,
I’ll leave that alone. M obile phone; bloody danger ous but my god they arevery
useful. And | think you will find people will work through things. Samethingistrue
about road and rail accidents. We get into an awful sseam about rail accidents
where six people dietragically in one accident probably asa result of dowing down
therailway line since last November and now, far mor e people have been injured or
killed on the roads because we have taken them off the railways. But we feel more
comfortablekilling other peoplein our own carswhen we arein chargerather than
gttingin atrain when someone elseisrunningit. That’sa psychological thing that
we have to under stand.

Sojust to finish on this, I'd like to talk about a few obser vations about variationsin
GM right acrosstheworld. Affluent consumersinthe West arenot really
attracted by GM for thereasons| have said, it doesn’t taste any better, the flavour
isn’t any better, it doesn’t cost any better so why taketherisk. If thereisan
environment risk, and | am not arguing thereisn’t an environmental risk, of course
thereisan environmental risk and it must betested. The environmentalists are of
cour sefiercely against the GM product. They have quite under standable reasons
to be concerned about the GM issues but they have been excessively happy to
jump on to the food safety bandwagon. They remain convinced, however, that
British consumerswould be prepared to pay an environmental premium for food.



They are 95% wrong. In my view, therewill be 5% of people who will pay a
premium for an environmentally friendly product; 95% will not. And they seem to
believe till that the world can feed itsef on an organic system of agriculture, which
aswe have just heard is quiteinconceivable and ludicrous.

We never ask the poor British consumers, the poor people of this country, what
they think about thesethings. For them, the price of food is paramount and the
organic proposition is clearly well beyond their means. At sometimel feel poor
people will be offered through GM lower pricesin key agricultural commodities, |
am talking about poor peoplein Western countries, for flour, for fruit, and for
vegetables and they ssimply are not interested in environmental issues.

| met avery eccentric American scientist from Stamford the other day, rather right-
wing, I’d liketo say | keep in touch with these guys, and histheme was pesticides
aregood for your health, which isa bit of a showstopper | must say. But his
argument wasif you take cancers— 30% of cancersare dueto smoking, 30% are
genetic, 30% however areduetodiet. Most of thereasonsfor diet is people do
not enough fruit and vegetables. Why do they not enough fruit and vegetables,
becausethey aretoo expensive. What makesthem cheaper, put pesticides on
them. And 1% of peoplewill die of cancersarising from pesticideresidues. Asl
was drinking my cup of coffee he said and furthermore you are drinking from that
one cup of coffee as much cancerous stuff asyou will get eating a year of pesticide
resduesor eating fruit and vegetables. Well that’sa point of view.

Asfor the developing world, consumers and farmerswill have a very different

per spective on GM. The technology as we have heard could reduce farm costsand
enable farmersto sgnificantly increase their outputs, which in turn would offer poor
consumer s a mor e secure supply of food at a lower cost.

So where do we go from here? The world isnot going to abandon this technology.

L arge quantities of soya, rice and cotton are being produced using GM. But there
must be much mor e inter national testing and much greater effort to put thetesting
onto an international basisrather than a national basisor an EU basis, particularly
on both sides of the Atlantic. And there must a particular emphasis on controlled
trialsin heavily populated Europe, heavily populated countrieslike Britain, before
approving commercial production. Britain and Europe should not deny themselves
the opportunity to sharein this scientific innovation. We must not deny it we must
shareit.

But how do wetry to persuade the public? First of all we should trust the public.
Givethem the evidence as much aswe know it, and my experienceis, by and large,
people will cometo a sensible conclusion about what they should do. It would be
niceif affluent consumers could see areal benefit to them from the technology
especially with regard to flavour. Sainsbury sold tomato paste GM very
successfully for a number of years. But more particularly health and what we have



heard about the possible benefitsto health in food in genetic modification isvery
interesting.

L ess affluent consumersclearly haveto see a price advantage and | hopethat is
coming through. Wein theindustry here must finally lay the dragon of food safety
to bed. We must get rid of the scour ge, which we have brought on our own heads of
dangerousfood. Aslong aswe have that there, problems of scientific innovation are
going to be jeopardised. People must fed comfortable about the environment
aspectsof GM. Theattraction to the developing world of GM must be spelled out
properly to Western consumers. Manufacturersand farmers must be fully
trangpar ent about the way they handle these concepts. Retailers must offer
consumer s choice and not mistakenly to take better advantage out of such issues.
Governments have got to go on being open, patient, and resistant to demand about
banning thingsand must work together to co-ordinate the development and the
regulation of the science inter nationally. And maybe, even, able to attain sometime
environmental benefit rather than environmental risk.

If therest of theworld pressesahead with GM, and it does, and Britain and Europe
does not, that will further under mine the competitiveness of British and Eur opean
agriculture and of coursethereare potentially big prizesfor British science and
British scientistsif we are allowed to continue to develop GM technology.



